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Chapter One
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Jack Derwood’s big day had come. He was at last old enough and had enough driving experience to drive his brothers and sisters to school. 

“Jack’s gonna get us killed!” Nine-year old Renee bawled as she walked unwillingly to the Car of Death, otherwise known as the family’s reliable white station wagon. “I don’t want him to drive us to school!”

“I don’t wanna die!” Eight-year old Marie cried. 

“Why do you believe everything Renee tells you, Marie?” Jack demanded as he slid behind the wheel and thrust the key into the ignition. “Last week she told you it was fun to eat sand! Was she right, Marie? Was it fun to eat sand? It took you the rest of the night to get it out of your mouth!”

“Give it up, Jack,” Penny Derwood said, throwing her books into the front seat from the passenger side and sliding in next to him. For nearly two years, the school ride had fallen to his older sister, Penny. But now he was ready. And she was ready. 

“Look, Jack has been driving for months!” she exclaimed as the younger four Derwoods trouped out of the house, with their mother in her bathrobe following them and shooing them along. “Jack is a great driver!” Penny told them, and their mother said, “Yes he is!”

But to judge from the howls of dismay, it was clear that the jury was still out. Even Jean, third from oldest and normally on his side, looked a little hesitant behind her enormous glasses, but she was keeping her mouth shut. Pressed tightly shut. Like a clam, a white and terrified little clam, Jack thought.

But Renee, his nine-year old younger sister and easily the most unpleasant, dramatic, loudest, and cowardly member of the family, absolutely howled again in protest. Their longsuffering mother thrust a lunch box into Renee’s hand and pushed her towards the car.

Penny, oldest of the family at 17, was always on Jack’s side, and she came through for him now. “Oh my goodness, Renee and Marie! Your school is less than a mile away! On back streets! He’d have to really try to get into an accident! He’d have to drive blindfolded! And backwards!”

“No, it’s easy!” Renee bawled, her face red and real tears streaming down her cheeks. Marie was checked for a moment, as the logic did make sense to her. But then, as always, she threw in her fate with Renee’s and resumed crying about Jack getting them all killed on the way to school. 

Fifteen-year old Jean climbed into her place behind Jack, who was in the driver’s seat, and eight-year old Marie, who was white and crying, climbed in on her side, behind Penny, with Renee in the middle. Renee’s twin brother, Freddy, torn between disgust with her loud crying and his own nervousness about Jack driving them to school, climbed into the very back. Everybody buckled their seat belts without being told.

“I don’t want Jack to drive!” Renee howled.

Their mother, still clad in her bathrobe after a morning of getting children ready for the last day of school, thrust her head inside the car on Penny’s side. “Renee Derwood, you stop this shameful behavior this instant!” she ordered. “You stop this shouting and howling! Jack has been driving himself all over the county for months! He is a safe driver! Marie, you stop listening to Renee! Listen to Penny! She knows best!”

“I want Penny to drive!” Renee yowled, tears still streaming down her face. 

Eight year old Marie burst out crying again in agreement. “So do I!” she bawled. “Can’t Penny drive just one more day!”

“And Marie, what about when Renee told you that you could call Pastor Jennings Frank because you’ve been baptized?” Jack demanded. “Was that true? You’re not supposed to call the pastor by his first name! Even Mom and Dad call him Pastor Jennings!”

Renee defended herself: “When we’re baptized we’re all one in the faith, so we can all call him Frank!”

“No you can’t!” everybody in the car yelled back at her. 

“And you sure didn’t call him Frank!” Jack exclaimed. “You told Marie to do it!”

“And of course Marie did!” Penny added. “Marie, you’ve got to stop doing everything Renee tells you to do!”

“But I don’t want Jack to drive us to school!” Marie whimpered. “Penny’s the driver!”

There was a tradition in the Derwood household of sliced watermelon and water balloon fights after school on the last day. Their mother became resolute. “Whoever keeps crying will not be allowed to play in the party this afternoon! You’ll go right to your room after school and write me an essay on cheerful obedience!”

Marie instantly reined herself in. She still looked afraid, but she became absolutely silent. 

Renee dropped down to the level of sniveling, as she pretended to try to obey.

“No sniveling, either!” Jack shouted. “Or I’ll tell Mom when we get home!”

Renee put on a show of trying to stop, but the result was that tears kept streaming down her face and she made little noises that went “Neeeeeee, neeeee!” over and over again, very softly. It was like having a horse fly buzzing around the car interior.

“Hey, listen,” Penny said quietly to Jack as he started the car and looked in the rear view mirror. He looked at her. “You drive like you always do. No trying to scare Renee to get back at her,” Penny said in a low voice. “This is a car, Jack. No messing around.”

Jack’s face clouded over for a moment, but then it cleared, and he nodded. He backed out of the driveway with admirable slowness while Jean softly sang a verse of “Nearer Still Nearer,” and Renee kept making “neeeeeee, neeee” sounds, and Marie hid her face in her hands. Nine year old Freddy angrily said, “I hate being a twin with her!” a fairly common complaint from him regarding Renee, and one which had no resolution. 

Jack and Penny, the two oldest Derwoods, had always been good friends, and still were, though they were not twins. Penny was a little over a year older than Jack. Yet they had always seemed like partners. 

But nine-year old Renee and Freddy rarely got along if they were left alone together. Freddy wanted to do things with his older brother, Jack, and this made Renee jealous. And when Renee became jealous, she did mean things. Her latest revenge of her own jealousy was to flush a bag of balloons that Freddy had bought down the toilet. The spectacular geyser this had caused in the downstairs bathroom had cost her all the money in her piggy bank and two weeks of doing her own chores and Freddy’s as well.

“Isn’t it great to be the family chauffer?” Penny asked Jack with a grin as he successfully backed into the street, straightened the car, and piloted them towards the elementary school. He ruefully smiled out at the street.

In spite of the fears of his younger siblings of disasters waiting to meet them, no trucks ran them over, no errant cars rammed into them, and Jack stayed on his side of the road, stopped at all stop signs, and stayed within the speed limit.

At last the Christian elementary school came into sight, and the younger three gathered up their books and lunch boxes. Jack pulled in and parked, and the three youngest climbed out.

“Say thank you to your older brother!” Penny shouted, like a drill sergeant. “He put up with a lot this morning, and he got you here safely, like I knew he would!”

Freddy and Marie dutifully called back, “Thank you, Jack,” while Renee continued to make long, drawn out, “neeeeeeee, neeeee” noises, as though nobody had suffered as much as she had suffered on the eight minute car ride to school.

“Renee, if you don’t say thank you, I’m telling Mom!” Jack yelled.

“Then thank you!” she screeched at him in sudden rage, and she turned and stormed into the school, crying all over again, without waiting for her twin brother and younger sister.

Jean pulled the door closed, and Jack moodily navigated them into the car exit line.

“What if there’s something really wrong with Renee?” Jean asked.

“You mean, like is she criminally insane?” Jack asked angrily. 

“Well,” and Jean hesitated. Penny turned around in the front seat to gape at her. “Oh, you can’t think that, Jean!” she exclaimed.

“No, not that. But maybe something is missing,” Jean said. “Maybe she really can’t handle things that get out of her control.”

Penny made her voice calm and resolute, and said, “She just needs to grow up, Jean,” and Jack nodded.

“Look, Jean,” Jack said as kindly as he could. “Renee doesn’t act this way around Mom and Dad, and she doesn’t act this way in school. She only acts this way with us.”

“Maybe it’s when she’s with us that she feels out of control and afraid,” Jean began. “So she starts trying to control thing.”

“No, Jean,” both Jack and Penny said, not unkindly.

Penny changed the subject. “Look, let’s get on track with the things we have to do today. Do we need to pick up any party stuff?”

“Nobody said anything to me,” Jack told her. It was their last day of school as well, and the school year at Peabody High usually closed out with turning in books, cleaning all the class rooms, and then a massive lunch party.

All three of them looked out the car windows for a moment with happy sighs. It had been a momentous year for all of them. But Jack was almost fully recovered from having been hit by a car much earlier in the school year. His unique gift of rapidly learning languages was as strong as ever. He had a job for the summer as a language tutor for the school system.

Jean at last was permitted by her mother to work with Scruggs Grady in the science lab. Scruggs, now valedictorian of the high school, had been a friend to Jean for years, ever since the death of Martha Harris, the missionary they had cared for during her final struggle with cancer. At last both of Jean’s parents had agreed that Jean was old enough to navigate a friendship with Scruggs.

Scruggs was graduating and would be returning as a part time assistant to Doc Thorson, their brilliant, engaging, and charismatic science teacher. So Penny was the rising star of the small high school. She was scheduled to take over management of the science lab next year. Scruggs would be serving as lab assistant to Doc, helping guide the students.

“I hope Amir brings a lot of his baklava,” Jack said fervently. Their friend Amir, Penny’s class mate, was brilliant at Physics and Engineering. But he was equally brilliant as an aspiring chef, and nobody could resist his baklava. Doc Thorson lived in constant torment at the thought that Amir would abandon the sciences to choose culinary arts as a profession.

Amir’s younger brother Ali found all of this very funny. Their parents ran a small restaurant and bakery in the town of Peabody, and Ali was more than willing to have a different career from being a chef. He and Amir worked the restaurant on weekends, and there was no doubt that a lot of restaurant work was actually hard, physical labor. 

“I prefer to work with my mind,” Ali had once confided to Jack. “And let my body sit in a chair while I do!”

Peabody Master High, the private school for accelerated learning, very comfortably accommodated Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, and atheist students. Penny, Jack, and Jean, once very sheltered, had learned over the last couple years to be able to converse openly and easily about their faith with their classmates. Everybody was required to respect everybody else, and Doc Thorson himself, who professed to be a Christian, was a model of treating his students as junior colleagues. 

So, while conversations on belief could get animated, they remained courteous. As Qu, the Buddhist classmate of Scruggs liked to say, quoting a Buddhist proverb, “True friendship is born from understanding. Let us understand each other, and be friends.” Then he liked to grin and add, “Then we shall convert each other!”

Derek and Max, the two rational atheists of the Senior class, joined into all of this with good natured ribbing on both sides. At first Penny hadn’t wanted to engage with them, but over time she had become grateful to them for showing by example how valuable evidence and reason could be. Derek, in fact, had introduced her to Tomas Aquinas, the great Christian rationalist of the medieval church. 

Jack navigated the car into the parking lot of the school. “There!” he exclaimed. “And nobody was killed in today’s commute!”

“Well, not yet!” Jean added.

“We have some time before first period,” Penny said. “Let’s go up to the Lab!”

Jack was reluctant. “I have to check in with the office to sign in for the tutoring assignments for next week,” he said. “I’ll meet you up there!”

“Same here!” Jean told her. “I’ve got to get the store room invoices from the office for final inventory today. I’ll see you up there!”

Chapter Two

In the science lab at Peabody Master High school, Penny entered to the sound of Doc Thorson’s loud and enthusiastic laughter.

Scruggs Grady, scheduled to graduate the very next day and give the Valedictorian address, had at last perfected the way that Curly from the Three Stooges could dance. He was giving a full demonstration of Curly doing the Rhumba to his beloved science teacher, Doc Thorson. Penny joined in to watch 

Doc was bent almost double from laughter, his head down on the lab bench.

The most difficult move in the Curly Howard repertoire of dance was to do the backwards one-legged shuffle. Scruggs perfectly executed it again and exclaimed, “Watch me rhumba!” Doc, his mop of white hair standing almost on end, looked up, gasped helplessly, and collapsed into laughter again.

“William,” Doc gasped, pushing back his disheveled mop of white hair. “I’ve got to give out exam grades next period. You’ve got to stop!”

“Wooooo oooooo!” Scruggs exclaimed in a falsetto voice, imitating his favorite Stooge. “Nyuk nyuk!”

The impromptu dance recital was interrupted by a tremendous slam and the sound of breaking glass from outside. Scruggs stopped and ran to the wall of windows to see what had happened. Doc and Penny joined him.

“That wind sure came up fast!” Scruggs exclaimed. They craned their necks to see what had slammed into the building and what had been broken.

“Sounds like something left lying on the grounds may have hit the doors to the parking lot,” Doc predicted. “They have glass panels. One may have been shattered. I’ll call in a maintenance req.”

Just then a howling shriek rushed past the windows where they stood. Both the high school students jumped back.

“Mind the Arch!” Doc exclaimed as Penny nearly jumped backwards into the tall frame of the Arch.

The Arch, which occupied its own privileged space in one corner of the room, looked like nothing more than a stainless steel frame, curved and balanced like an archway entrance into a medieval church, except it had no door that it framed. It was just an arch. Doc never discussed it with his other students, and if a student entered the lab while he was working on it, he stopped working on it. 

The smooth surface felt a little like metal and a little like plastic. Even now, after she and Jack had traveled through the cosmos by means of the Arch​[1], and all four of the high school friends had used it as a gateway into Doc’s secret lab on their last adventure​[2], Penny didn’t understand it. She knew that in its earliest days it had been one of the Seven Gates of Peril, a gate of escape from earth that faced outward into the cosmos. And she knew that Doc had added technology to it over time to customize it for himself. But she had no idea how it operated, or what it could do. Most of the time, it just looked like a steel framework for a medieval church door. A person could walk back and forth through it with no effect.

She stepped away from it. “Sorry!” And then she peered outside. “It was clear and sunny just a second ago!” she exclaimed.

Just then, Jack and Jean entered the lab. Jean was Penny’s assistant in running the lab Store Room. Conscientious to a fault, she said good morning and would have gone straight into the Store Room to get to work on sorting breadboards, but Penny and Doc both exclaimed, “Wait, wait, watch this!”

“Do Curly, Scruggs!” Penny exclaimed.

Jack offered an unsigned pass to Doc. “I have to go tutor a homebound student in Spanish,” he said. “Nobody’s down in the office.”

“I will certainly sign for you!” Doc said, his voice still merry after watching Scruggs. He brought the pass to the lab bench and looked around for a pen.

Distracted from Penny and Scruggs, Jean came around the lab bench. “What are you doing with the Arch?” she asked, staring at the gray frame.

“What?” Doc asked, looking up. “Nothing—”

He turned and then straightened up. They all did. The storm outside the window was forgotten, as they clustered around the Arch.

The frame slowly melted its colors from deep gray to white, and then the interior became cloudy.

“Doc, are you doing this?” Scruggs asked.

“No!” Doc exclaimed. He slapped his hand on the frame and pressed twice. The entire frame blinked red for an instant and then returned to white.

“It’s telling me it’s secure,” he said. “Children, you have to leave. Go! Something is trying to get control of the Arch!”

But then they saw a person in the Arch, on the other side. He came no closer. In fact, as the fascinated group looked at him, they could see he was far away, that what they were viewing was more like a broadcast than a live person stepping through the Arch. 

He stood on a snowy, windblown landscape and was dressed all in white and even wore a white fur hat. His eyes were not large, but they were a piercing brown, and they sparkled. Behind him, they saw indistinct forms, all in white as well, and a low rhythmic tone was coming from them, like singing, but the words were indistinct.

“I have lost my own,” he said to them, mournfully. Tears suddenly fell from his eyes. “One that was mine. The child. The innocent.”

“Who?” All of Doc’s students asked, leaning closer, all sympathy.

“Can you hear us?” Jack asked.

“She is dead. I felt her death cry.” He lifted his tear stained face to them, and they saw that the tears had frozen on his face. The singing behind him rose in volume, an echo of grief to his words, but there was something of worship in it.

“Do you need our help?” Doc asked. “Are you in danger?”

“We are too distant. I cannot hear you. But—” He continued speaking but his voice could no longer be heard by them. In an instant, he began to fade from the Arch and was turned to shadow.

“It is worship!” Jack exclaimed. “It’s a funeral.” He turned to his friends. “Sing! A hymn!”

Scruggs started at once.


Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, the King of Creation!

Oh my soul praise Him for He is thy help and salvation!



The rest joined in as heartily as they could.

“We have to join hands!” Jack exclaimed, instinctively comprehending the language and the means to communicate. So they joined hands as they sang.


All ye who hear, now to His temple draw near.

Join me in glad adoration!



The images through the Arch clarified further. The indistinct figures behind the man in white furs became more loud, not singing in any language that they knew. In fact, the voices were adding a strange but beautiful harmony to what the five friends had sung.

Jack threw another look at Scruggs to tell him to sing more. Scruggs complied and the others joined in, hands joined.


Praise to the Lord! Oh, let all that is in me adore Him!

All that hath life and breath, come now with praises before Him!

Let the Amen Sound from His people again;

Gladly for aye we adore Him!






The singing, not just of the five of them but of the indistinct white choir behind the man, filled the science lab. Even the roaring wind outside paused. 

The images through the Arch became more distinct. The man was easier to see, and the landscape was more clearly visible. But the choir or chorus behind the man remained white and pale gray shadows on the snow. The man in the white furs could now plainly see them. And he spoke quickly, his face filled with both sorrow and urgency:

“He stole the whisperer. It will kill you all. It will kill your world. You must shield the old one first. The whisperer will find the old one soon. Then it will kill you all. We are too far away to send our help. You must shield the old one. Heed your Young One. Destroy or send the Whisperer back to me. Remember to God the little one dead.”

Jack, their language expert, spoke quickly. “Spoken language is new to him. He doesn’t know how to phrase things. Ask him questions.”

“Who is the Old One?” Doc instantly asked.

The man spoke again to answer him, but they couldn’t hear him. He raised a hand and pointed at them, warning them. And then the Arch was simply the Arch again, a gray frame. They could see through it to the back wall of the lab.

“Doc can you trace him?” Penny asked.

For once, their science teacher was at a loss. “Nobody has ever used the Arch that way. I don’t even know how he did it.” He looked at his four students. “I know to you it looked like a faint and unsteady visual transmission. But to override the Arch’s protection and transmit to us required tremendous power on his part. He had to suppress every security system on the Arch and what the Arch itself is, and then supply the power for everything needed to communicate to us.”

“Write it all down!” Scruggs exclaimed. “Everybody write down what you heard him say! Then we’ll compare notes!”

They all nodded at this good idea and scrambled for papers and pens on the bench. As they hurried to complete this task, the wind howled outside, but its direction had changed. Doc looked out the wall of windows for one brief moment, long enough to see that the storm was billowing away from them, moving north by north west. But storms always moved to the east and north.


* * * * 
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FAR AWAY FROM THE FAMILIAR neighborhoods around Peabody, a fierce wind rolled across the desert sands, first roiling up clouds of dust, and then plowing into the sand itself, lifting it into the air.

Fathoms beneath the golden waves of the vast and trackless desert, a creature slept. Mute, massive, ancient beyond human conception, it dreamed the inchoate, sensual dreams of an animal, drifting through memories of sunlight and blood.

Once, it had moved free and wild across the sands, and its glossy, muscled power struck fear into ignorant men, brought them to their knees in worship. But even so, the humans had multiplied, spread, building their cities, and at last the beast's dull reason had driven it into retreat, seeking the solace of darkness.

For centuries, millennia, it had lain dormant, untroubled by the rise and fall of empires, unknown to the world—and, in its brute fashion, content. It might have slept forever, were it not for the sudden probing of a restless, powerful mind, breaking through the haze of half-remembered lusts, uttering words of inexorable command. Disquieted, the creature burrowed deeper, unconsciously trying to elude the strange intrusion.

But there was no escape. The intruding mind probed further, ruthless, untiring, until it had found the key to the great animal's consciousness. Silently, it exulted, rejoicing in its domination: then it seized the crude intellect in its chill, unbreakable grip, and twisted.

The creature woke.

And the desert began to tremble.


* * * * 
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THE FOUR HIGH SCHOOL students were rapidly writing on sheets of paper, pausing to scratch out errors, stopping to think, then writing again. At last, Scruggs collected all of their papers and then laid them out on the lab bench.

“Oh look, I left out the part about the dead child,” Penny said in dismay.

Jack was rueful. “Mine’s a mess. I admit, I got bits of it. The Old One. The Whisperer. Something will kill everybody.”

“I didn’t do much better,” Scruggs told him. “Questions kept interfering with my memory, like who stole the Old One? Who is the child? And is the Young One the same person as the child who was killed?”

He took up Jean’s paper. “I knew not to think,” Jean said, “Just to repeat the words to myself and not to think about them.”

Scruggs read off her version:


He stole the whisperer. It will kill your world. The whisperer will find the Old One soon. Then it will kill you all. We are too far away to send our help. You must shield the Old One first. Heed your Young One. Destroy or send the Whisperer back to me. Remember to God the little child dead.



“I think that’s almost word for word,” Penny said. Jack squinted in deep thought. “He told us earlier that we have to shield the Old One first. Not to criticize, Jean—”

She waved it off. “Critique away. I want to get it as perfect as possible.”

“And it wasn’t Remember the little child dead, but the little one dead,” Penny added. “Because I had the same question, Jean. Is the Young One the same person as the child he was mourning? Or some type of counterpart?”

After some revision, they produced their final copy:


He stole the whisperer. You must shield the Old One first. [Or] Then it will kill you all. It will kill your world. We are too far away to send our help. Heed your Young One. Destroy or send the Whisperer back to me. Remember to God the little one dead. 



“I think that’s the gist of what he told us,” Scruggs said.

“The man who spoke to us is not a language user as we are,” Jack told them. “I could tell. We have to be prepared for inaccuracies in his words. He was doing his best.”

They listened to Jack with great respect. Ever since his adventure the previous year​[3], Jack had gained tremendous language abilities, and these abilities had continued to grow with the passage of time. He could learn any language well enough to communicate within a few days, and he could become fluent within a couple weeks. 

Scruggs nodded. “We heard the choir behind him. They didn’t use words, not as we understand words. They harmonized with us with their voices. I’m sure it was a sacred music choir. They were worshiping God—”

“Our God,” Jean said suddenly. “He was looking for a union among us. He wanted us to join together. Before God.”

“Maybe to enhance our connection,” Scruggs agreed.

“It did help,” Penny reminded them. “He was fading, but when we sang praises together, we could see him again.”

They realized that Doc wasn’t joining in their session. He was at the windows, staring at the dark clouds as they fled with incredible speed towards the northwest.

“What is that terrible buzzing?” he asked.

“What buzzing?” Scruggs asked.

Suddenly, the laboratory wall of windows flared with sizzling light, followed by a massive hammer-crack of thunder that rattled the cabinets of glass beakers and retorts. The building gave a convulsive shudder, as though something had crashed into it. 

All four students gripped the lab bench for support, eyes widening in alarm. Peabody Master High was a venerable edifice that had seen many uses before it had become a high school. It was solidly built and was a tornado shelter. What could possibly make it tremble now?

Doc made an irritable noise at the momentary disruption, but appeared otherwise unconcerned. Penny crossed to the window.

Rain pelted the glass like bullets, making it impossible to see outside. As a succession of rapid flashes lit the window, the wind rammed at the building; several distant crashes warned of garbage cans and other loose items on the grounds being hurled at the bricks. Penny suddenly felt cold and hugged her elbows to herself for warmth.

“Hey Doc, hello kids. I’ve got some good news!” And Special Agent Frank McKenna entered the lab.

All four of the students forced their minds away from their current puzzle and greeted the law enforcement officer. Doc nodded to him.

“Well,” and McKenna paused. “Since he put all of you through so much when he got the whip hand, I guess I can tell you this now. We’ve got Theskulis​[4] locked up.”

All of them were stunned. Theskulis had very nearly destroyed the atmosphere of the earth in a bid to take control of it. Jack and Penny suspected that, like Doc, Theskulis had an arch of his own, one of the Seven Gates of Peril​[5], that he could use to escape earth. So far, Doc had been reluctant to discuss these details with them.

“Here on earth?” Jean asked. Then she clapped her hands over her mouth in dismay.

McKenna cocked his head and then said. “Certainly. We have very few patrols on the moon!” He looked across the lab bench at Doc.

“How in the world did you find him?” Doc asked.

“We still have some of his equipment! The old fool tried to steal it back, and we caught him!”

Doc’s voice became sarcastic. “So do you think this time you can keep him locked up?”

McKenna sounded confident. “We know how dangerous he is now! We sure mean to. But before we ship him upstate, you’re welcome to come chat with him. See what you can learn from him. I’m sure he’s been busy somewhere, destroying somebody’s life.”

Doc nodded grimly. “Yes, Probably so. Well, we have graduation this weekend. So next week I can see him.”

McKenna nodded.

Then they all jumped as the lightning seemed to sizzle right through the room, and the heavy glass of the lab window reverberated with the crash of thunder. Jean gave a little scream. McKenna merely arched an eyebrow and went out, closing the lab door behind him.
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